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This paper contributes to critical voices on the issue of organisational responses to
employee drug use. It does so by exploring symbolic readings of organisations’
relations with drugs and drug-taking. Our focus is recent coverage of, and
organisational responses to, the UK tabloid media’s exposé of fashion supermodel
Kate Moss’s alleged cocaine use. We consider that the celebrity endorsement in
this particular case highlights the ambiguities created by the symbolic associations
between the organisation and the ‘image’ projected by the celebrity. Overall, we
use this case to explore symbolic relationships between drugs, sex, femininity and
organisation. Through highlighting these connections, we question further the
rationality of organisational responses to employee drug use and, utilising
Derrida’s (1981) extension of Plato’s notion of the pharmakon, consider whether
workforce drug testing might be fruitfully seen as a symbolic mechanism for
scapegoating and sacrifice in order to protect the organisation’s (masculine) moral
order.
Keywords: drugs; sexuality; organisational symbolism; pharmakon; celebrity
endorsement
Introduction
This paper engages with the issue of managerial responses to workforce drug use. We
are concerned in particular to extend existing readings of the symbolic roots of mana-
gerial interventions and prohibitions in this area. Our work draws out the connections,
conflations and contradictions between organisational constructions of the meanings
of drugs and the symbolism of female sexuality. The case of Kate Moss’s dismissal
by Swedish retailer H&M following the UK tabloid media’s exposé of the fashion
supermodel’s alleged cocaine use is analysed here as a magnified illustration of some
of the organisational attitudes toward drug use. We consider that the celebrity endorse-
ment in this particular case highlights the ambiguities created by the symbolic associ-
ations between the organisation and the ‘image’ projected by the celebrity.
We are using the concept of ‘symbolism’ in two related ways here. The first refers
to the reading of social (organisational) practices as indicative of organisational values
and/or a desired projection of corporate identity. As we note above and discuss further
below in relation to workforce drugs-testing regimes, we suggest it may be instructive
not to take such practices at face value, but instead to question what their social
signifying function might be or, as Barthes (2000, 111) puts it, to ‘ … define and
*Corresponding author. Email: S.Warren@surrey.ac.uk
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332  S. Warren et al.
explore them as tokens for something else’. Within this, we are also specifically
referring to the ‘symbolism’ of the visual image as illustrated by the case of Kate
Moss.  Images, and especially photographs, perform several functions. Since, they
claim to represent reality ‘as is’ through their indexical/iconic relationship with what
is depicted (Chandler 2004, 42), a photograph is always described as being ‘of’ some-
thing. However, images – and especially advertising images – also signify meaning
sets that extend beyond their referential features (Williamson 1978). In this sense, the
image can be ‘read’ semiotically for socio-cultural significance, as we lay out in
below.1
The article is structured in four parts. Firstly, we consider how drug use by
employees (including highly paid celebrities) represents a symbolic threat to organi-
sations. We explore and extend this reading in our article by drawing on the high fash-
ion industry. We examine the part played by this industry in naming, shaming,
deselecting and resurrecting fashion supermodel Kate Moss following her much publi-
cised cocaine use in the UK tabloids in 2005. Although the celebrity endorsement of
high profile fashion retailers may seem a long way from the more mundane organisa-
tion realities we sketch out below in relation to workforce drug-testing, we are using
this example here as an extreme case. The rationale for such a strategy rests on the
critical (or extreme) case’s capacity to bring into clear focus a range of potentially
pertinent issues, throwing other more ‘ordinary’ instances into relief and thereby
aiding their analysis. Secondly, we explore the symbolic resources mobilised by H&M
and Kate Moss herself as a ‘product’ of the organisation, and importantly the combi-
nation of angel–demon that she has come to embody. Thirdly, and not withstanding
the above, we also use this paper to consider whether this particular case gives cause
to reflect again upon the ‘symbolic threat’ explanation for the managerial anti-drugs
discourse – at least within this industry. For here,the drug-using subject, dismissed for
her ‘anti-organisational’ hedonistic, dangerous use of drugs, was a high-priced organ-
isational commodity precisely because she herself, as the ‘bad girl’ supermodel,
already symbolised the angelic and seductive, the vulnerable and the dangerous, the
pure and addictive. In this section, we draw upon Derrida’s (1981) deconstruction of
the term ‘drugs’, in his analysis of Plato’s interpretation of the ‘pharmakon’ meaning
both ‘remedy’ and ‘poison’, to show how the attributes attached to Kate Moss’s image
border the ambiguity between the dangerous and the seductive – her image works as
a symbolic pharmakon in itself that can be used (and abused) in a number of market-
ing strategies and advertising campaigns. This leads us to consider an alternative
understanding of the relationship between contemporary organisation, sexuality and
drugs, an understanding suggestive of the blurred limits between the aim of tempting
(in a marketing or advertising campaign) and the manipulation (or management) of
celebrity endorsers whose images already carry a certain symbolism.
As the above overview suggests, the paper attempts to cover a lot of ground mean-
ing such that detailed analysis of each issue is precluded. Instead, what we hope to
show is that the interconnectedness of the issues of drugs, sex, femininity and celeb-
rity culminates in an extreme case of symbolic organisational action that highlights the
possibility of similar responses in other contexts.
The symbolic threat of a drug-using organisational subject
Following a UK tabloid newspaper’s front page photographs of Kate Moss preparing
and snorting lines of cocaine (Moyes 2005),2 the Swedish high-street fashion chain
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Culture and Organization 333
H&M responded by expressing concern for Kate Moss’s drug ‘problem’ and cancel-
ling her modelling contract. Stefan Persson, H&M executive chairman, said that such
photographic evidence of her cocaine abuse was ‘not consistent with the company’s
clear policy on drugs’ (Duval, Mathiason, and Smith 2005). This statement was
supported by the organisational concern over the effects of drug use in society, this
being an important topic in their approach to corporate social responsibility and
responsible marketing, not to mention the impression management strategies such
regimes involve. 
Companies are part of society and therefore companies must take an interest in social
matters and take on social responsibility. Today’s companies often serve as social
models and are, furthermore, moulders of public opinion. A problem in today’s society
is the growing use of drugs. (Stefan Persson n.d.)
Our marketing has a major impact. It is therefore essential for us to convey a positive
and healthy image .… The people we show in our advertising must be healthy and
wholesome. H&M deliberately distances itself from drug and alcohol abuse. (H&M
2005)
On the other hand, the company’s reaction can be understood within the discussion of
organisational responses to workforce drug use.3 Already widespread in US organisa-
tions since the 1980s, the Independent Inquiry into Drug Testing at Work (Roberts
et al. 2004) found that the practice of managers intervening directly in the issue of
employee’s potential drug consumption is crossing to mainland Europe, and the UK
in particular. Such interventions, which typically take the form of prohibitions against
illegal drug use, enforced by the testing of an employee’s hair, blood, urine or saliva
for traces of substances consumed days or weeks before, were estimated as occurring
in 67–80% of US and 13% of UK organisations by the end of 2005 (Roberts et al.
2004). The widespread use of workforce drug testing and the increasing role of a
number of organisations regarding the potential harm of drug use in terms of
economic costs and the effects of drug use on the employer’s performance are a fram-
ing for this paper (CIPD 2001; Ghodse 2005). There is, as the inquiry found, now
considerable momentum building for organisations outside the US to consider
employee drug use a pressing organisational concern and a legitimate topic for mana-
gerial intervention. Such momentum is fuelled in part by claims of substantial costs
and threats to organisations of employee drug use. A case in point being the recent
Independent on Sunday article, based upon evidence provided by the private drug-
testing business Medscreen, ‘3000% rise in workers who test positive for cocaine use’
(Goodchild and Owen 2006). Other examples include the CIPD’s (2001) claim that
employee drug use costs British employers £800 million per year, and the Chartered
Management Institute’s claim that 27% of organisations experienced problems with
drug-using employees. Further, the editor of the recently published Personnel Today
book ‘Addiction at Work: Tackling Drug Use and Misuse in the Workplace’ (Ghodse
2005), for example, asserts in his opening chapter that employee drug use relates to
poor attendance, poor performance, greater absenteeism, clumsiness, increased rates
of accidents, more disputes and grievances, trafficking of drugs at work, violence at
work, intimidation and theft (Godfrey and Parrott 2005).
The extent to which workforce drug testing and the wider organisational anti-
drug discourse actually represent a rational response to a real and pressing threat to
organisation, however, has been questioned (Comer 1994; Roberts et al. 2004).
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334  S. Warren et al.
Though assertions, such as those above, of widespread deleterious effects for
organisations stemming from employee drug use are not uncommon, the actual
evidence for such is poor (Harris 2004). Some argue that the economic–cultural
context which encourages high achievement and success seems to instigate the use
of performance-enhancing strategies, including the use of stimulants, smart drugs
vitamins or illegal drugs, the case of sports drug use being one of the prominent
examples, but applicable to other demanding professions (Reinerman and Levine
1998). Similarly, evidence poor is that organisational responses to the actual or
perceived threat of drugs have been efficacious in reducing employee drug use
(Jardine-Tweedle and Wright 1998) or in helping employees’ health (Draper 1998).
In the light of such critiques, some have questioned whether anti-drug policies and
workforce drug testing should actually be understood as a response, rational or not,
to drug use at all. It has been suggested, for example, that the reported threat of
employees’ drug use may be a cloak behind which attempts to secure greater organ-
isational control may be hidden. Workforce drug testing and anti-drug policies have
been variously said to represent an attempt to shift costs and responsibility for
health and safety issues from the employer to the employee (Draper 1998), an
attempt to assert greater control over the labour process through rooting-out those
employees with a propensity to break bureaucratic order (Gilliom 1994), and have
been presented as part of a wider movement toward a surveillance society within
which each individual employee feels, and eventually internalises, the gaze of offi-
cialdom (Hecker and Kaplan 1989).
Though undoubtedly important in sensitising us to some of the dangers of such a
managerial technology, these control critiques might themselves be treated with some
caution. Brewis, Sanderson, and Wray-Bliss (2006) and Warren and Wray-Bliss
(Forthcoming), for instance, have argued that they tend to overplay the ideological
clarity of management’s thinking, neglect the constraining and transforming hand of
employee resistance, and fail to properly explore the meanings, experiences and
understandings of drug use by the very employees at which such anti-drugs discourse
is putatively aimed. If we are mindful that the control critique may be overplayed and
that we should be cautious about assuming that management are introducing drug test-
ing as a ‘rational’ and proportionate response to well-evidenced organisational risks,
then we are left with the question of why management may wish to intervene in
employees’ drug use.
Cavanaugh and Prasad (1994) argue that the rise in workforce drug testing and the
wider anti-drugs discourse represents a response by management that should properly
be regarded as non-instrumentally motivated and largely symbolic in character.
Workforce drug testing can be regarded as an attempt to contain the irrationality and
immorality that seems to ever threaten to engulf the precarious managerial myth of the
rational, ordered, safe and controlled organisational space. Cavanaugh and Prasad
suggest that the spectre of employee drug taking threatens this symbolic order because
it represents the height of hedonistic, deviant, immoral, self-indulgent and excessive
behaviour. For these, largely symbolic, reasons it is outlawed. Furthermore, although
it is possible to argue that product-endorsing celebrities are subject to much higher
levels of scrutiny and surveillance than ‘normal’ employees, we take the view that the
realities of workplace surveillance are far greater than might be commonly thought –
indeed, as we argue elsewhere, workforce drug testing itself extends this managerial
gaze in new and pernicious ways (Brewis, Sanderson, and Wray-Bliss 2006; Warren
and Wray-Bliss 2009).
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Culture and Organization 335
Following Cavanaugh and Prasad (1994), to understand H&M’s response to Kate
Moss’s alleged drug use, we may need to consider what this represented or symbolised
for H&M, or perhaps more accurately, what H&M considered their stakeholders
would recognise as this symbolising about them. 
By virtue of its associations with high levels of personal hedonism and social deviance
(Becker 1963, Roszak 1969), drug use also symbolizes self-absorption and consequently
is defined as immoral .… (A)t the level of meaning, drug use threatens the moral order
of organizations. Barnard (1938) sees organizations as deriving their moral purpose from
the voluntary consensus and commitment of their members. Habitual drug use threatens
to weaken the commitment of individual employees to the organization, their obligation
to maintaining its collective well-being, and their belief in the work ethic. Therefore, it
also threatens the very moral fabric of the organization above and beyond its functional
performance. Drug taking clearly represents a crisis of organizational irrationality and
immorality. (Cavanaugh and Prasad 1994, 269)
From the above, Cavanaugh and Prasad seem to suggest that drug use threatens the
principles of advanced organisation per se – what Bauman (1989) depicts as the
precarious (a)moral order or rationality underlying the very concept of organisation.
Further, they also suggest, by focussing on the US context, that we need to read the
symbolic threat that drugs represent to organisations in the context of organisational
location within particular national, political or cultural milieu. 
In North America, drug taking, for the most part is seen as an irrational act […] Drug use
and all its associations with adolescence, deviance and the counterculture … overwhelm-
ingly represent immaturity and irrationality. In contemporary America, drug taking
signals chaos, a loss of self-control and disintegration, and consequently symbolises the
antithesis of organizational rationality. (Cavanaugh and Prasad 1994, 268)
The argument that the symbolic meaning of drug use for organisations, and therefore
organisational responses to drug use, is linked to specific contexts of course finds
wider intuitive, and academic, support. Although the American approach to drugs –
the context of Cavanaugh and Prasad’s arguments – has influenced the direction of
drug policies around the world (McAllister 2000; Musto 1973; Cohen 1990), countries
have also made their own interpretations of the ‘drug problem’. Hence, some countries
in Western Europe have opted for a more tolerant approach to drug use, based largely
in their consideration of drug use as a social problem, not a criminal one. The UK, for
instance, though hard-line in some respects, has moved towards understanding drug
use and its consequences in terms of addiction as a medical matter which can be
treated (and eventually cured). In contrast, some countries have chosen a more prohi-
bitionist approach, focussed on the idea of drug use as a menace to community and
society. In such societies, punishment is the first deterrent for illicit drugs use
(Boekhout Van Solinge 2002). Sweden, the home of the fashion house H&M, is a case
in point. Although its historical relationships to what are now regarded as illegal drugs
has been somewhat chequered – for instance the consumption of amphetamines in
Sweden soared at the pinnacle of industrial production during the Second World War
(Boekhout Van Solinge 1997) – Sweden now boasts one of the most radical policies
against drug use in Europe. This goal of eliminating drug use is enforced by different
authorities across diverse institutions and contexts. For example, young people are
targeted as a major group influencing present or future drug abuse. Schools, parents,
teachers and other authorities join forces in creating a drug free society in Sweden. As
Boekhout Van Solinge observes: 
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336  S. Warren et al.
Few other countries go as far as Sweden in taking measures to reduce the extent of the
drug problem. This has both a financial side, since this policy is very expensive, and an
ethical side, in the sense that in the name of a drug-free society the authorities can inter-
vene profoundly in a person’s private life. As a matter of fact, the goal of the drug-free
society seems to justify all kinds of means, which are difficult to imagine in many other
countries. (Boekhout Van Solinge 1997, 11)
From the above, we may argue that Kate Moss’s publicly alleged drug use represented
a threat not only to abstract, generalised and largely unarticulated notions of ‘organi-
sation’, but also to a specific national context involving the Swedish government’s
attitude toward drugs use. Since the marketing campaign was launched at the interna-
tional level –nvolving not only the 400 stores around the world ready to carry the
collection modelled by Kate Moss but also her pictures were used on the Internet site
for online shoppers (Socha 2005) – it seems that H&M’s reaction was produced by the
contradiction between national values and a wider international context in which the
company operates. H&M’s swift distancing from and termination of Kate Moss’s
contract may be understood as an attempt to reassert symbolic order, morality and
rationality in a context where organisational values intersect to construct drug and
drug use as a particular symbolic threat.
As noted above, Kate Moss cannot be considered as an ordinary employee, since
her involvement with the organisation is derived from her celebrity endorsement to
their marketing campaign. As analysed by a number of researchers, advertisers are
well aware of the influence that celebrities can bring to a persuasive message
(McCracken 1989; Sejung and Rifon 2007). When using a celebrity as the face of a
particular campaign, the organisation benefits from the celebrity image through
transference of meaning (McCracken 1989). McCracken’s three-stage ‘Meaning
Transfer Model’ illustrates the process of how celebrities can acquire symbolic
meanings in a culture and then transfer those meanings to a product. Since the
economic costs of employing celebrities are considerable (Agrawal and Kamakura
1995), it is possible to infer that the employment of Kate Moss followed a careful
consideration of the characteristics that the public normally attached to her celebrity
image. At the same time, it is possible to argue that her image (as a celebrity) is not a
random product, but a carefully elaborated projection aimed at presenting a particular
association of meanings, symbols and messages (Sejung and Rifon 2007). For this
reason, we are especially interested in the reaction of Swedish retailer H&M, who
were quick to distance themselves from and dismiss the supermodel, even though
they initially endorsed her public image as a temptress bordering on the edgy and the
daring.
In summary, we suggest Kate Moss’s image may have fulfilled H&M’s marketing
campaign by attaching it to the symbolism projected by her public persona. The scan-
dal may have benefited the marketing campaign, since it could have enhanced her
image –or at least provided free publicity to the association between her and the
organisation. However, in this case, the particular event of Kate Moss’s alleged use of
cocaine could not be more contradictory of some of the moral constructions of Swed-
ish society, as we note above. Whether or not the reaction of H&M was because of an
authentic commitment on H&M’s part or due to a pressing need to appear to be taking
such a stand does not really matter, and such an argument would seem to illustrate and
endorse Cavanaugh and Prasad’s (1994) thesis regarding the symbolic threat posed by
a drug-using organisational subject and extend the thesis by considering another
national context.
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Culture and Organization 337
Notwithstanding the above, for us there is more symbolism to explore in relation
to this case than that already articulated above. We argue that the combination of drugs
and femininity is especially powerful and might be seen as contrary to the serious,
sober, rational (masculine) organisational project, as we discuss in more depth below.
The symbolic image of a supermodel
Fashion modelling is predicated on the need to associate a desirable lifestyle, person-
ality and/or self-image with the marketed product – in order to appeal to the psycho-
graphics of its target market. Moreover, this association mainly happens on a
subconscious level and is concerned with an irrational response to the product being
advertised (Packard 1981; deWaal Malefyt and Moeran 2003; Welters and Lillethun
2007). The choice of fashionable clothing has little to do with a narrow functionality
and more to do with what the item, style and brand say about the wearer and their
(sub)cultural affiliations (Barthes 1990; Baudrillard 1998) – at least to the extent that
functionality is solely concerned with the usefulness of the garment in protecting the
body from the elements.
In this regard, fashion has been studied predominantly using a semiotic approach
(Barthes 1990), and likewise the study of advertisements (not just fashion advertise-
ments) is tackled from a similar stance. In brief, semiotics is concerned with decon-
structing an image to discern its meaning for a particular socio-cultural group using a
tripartite system of sign–signifier–signified (see Williamson 1978 for a discussion of
advertising semiotics, and Calefato 2004 for a semiotic analysis of clothes and the
body). It is this method we have adopted here in order to demonstrate how Kate Moss
is portrayed as an ‘angelic devil’.
The image that we are referring to is a Calvin Klein underwear advertisement and
the pose that Kate Moss is striking in it is not accidental. As noted above, for copyright
reasons, we have been unable to reproduce the image here,4 in which Kate is standing
sideways on to the camera with her head tilted to one side and her face looking almost
straight out to the viewer. Only her body down to her hips is visible within the frame.
The photograph is black and white and Kate has both hands tucked inside a black
‘cropped top’ bra from the underneath, as if she were about to pull the garment off
over her head. The image is constructed as reminiscent of the way a shy child might
stand when in strange adult company, swaying nervously, fingering her clothing,
peeping out from behind her mother’s skirt. The arrangement of her body, the clothes
and her expression are all signs that denote (signify) a pose commonly adopted by
young children (especially girls) and therefore connote ‘girlish innocence’ which is
the signified. However, we also know that Kate Moss is an adult woman and so the
fact that her hands are twisting the fabric of her bra, touching her own breasts beneath
it is undeniable erotic. Add to this the sideways coy glance straight to camera and the
parted lips and the message is clearly sexual.
When analysing images in this way, it is also important to hold in mind the audi-
ence for which the image is intended. In this case the photograph is for Calvin Klein
underwear, and we might assume that its purpose is to persuade a female viewer to
purchase the item of underwear that Kate is wearing or to buy-into the Calvin Klein
brand. However, as Borgerson and Schroeder (2002) remind us, visual imagery in
advertisements can be seen as socio-political artefacts that create meaning beyond that
intended by firms whose products are being advertised (and the advertising agencies
and photographers who produce the ad).
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
5:5
9 2
2 J
an
ua
ry
 20
12
 
338  S. Warren et al.
In this case, it is possible to argue that this construction of Kate Moss as edgy,
dangerous and tempting is a carefully crafted product, as put forward persuasively by
Schroeder (2006) and as argued by Sejung and Rifon: 
Just as marketers strive to create and enhance brand images that can resonate with their
target markets, celebrities manage and market their images in hopes that the images are
viewed as appealing and ideal to the audience. In this fashion, both celebrities and prod-
ucts might symbolize and share popular ideas and meanings that their consumers or audi-
ences find relevant and important. In this view, celebrity endorsement should be an
effective way of forming and altering brand images due to the established understanding
of a popular celebrity’s images among consumers through their exposure to repeated and
widespread appearances of the celebrity in the mass media. (Sejung and Rifon (2007, 318)
Given that we note above how advertising is intended to tap into a subconscious strata
of fantasy and identity, we might also surmise that this image is intended to convey
that would-be wearers of Calvin Klein underwear could posses the same, somewhat
stereotypical and effortlessly childlike sexual qualities as the model (Schroeder 2006).
However, as Stern (2000) notes, a gynocentric (that is to say female) reading of an
advertisement image cannot help but be based on an androcentric view of the world:5 
… the empowerment of androcentricity as the norm teaches women ‘to think as men, to
identify with a male point of view and to accept as normal and legitimate a male system
of values’ (Fetterley 1978, x). For female readers, the process of reading as a man, far
from being normal, provides evidence of the ‘immasculation’ of the woman reader.
(Stern 2000, 60)
Thus the sexuality of Kate Moss in this image is not necessarily constructed as an
unambiguously female sexuality but as what it means to be sexy through male eyes.
Although not our primary purpose here, this point is worth making because it further
highlights the ‘forbidden fruit’ element of Kate Moss’s image: the sexuality of
(female) children being taboo in contemporary Western society, for example.
Likewise, MacCurdy (1994, 32) notes that images of women have historically served
two (male) purposes; when portrayed positively they represent a path to heightened
‘spirituality’ (angel), and when negatively images of women stand for dangerous
seduction. Add the reckless abandon of drugs into the mix and the effect is potentially
magnified. Whilst we cannot be sure what it would mean to be sexy through Kate
Moss’s own eyes, nor how she feels about her own celebrity image and portrayal, we
can certainly juxtapose more everyday, ‘normal’ media images of her – as a mother
and as an ordinary young woman enjoying a music festival,6 for example, to throw the
more overtly sexualised androcentric constructions of her into sharp relief.
Our final image, drawn from the American publication Newsweek,7 is a more
blatant example of Kate as pure and dangerous. Depicted as a modern-day Eve,
complete with apple and serpent, this image signifies the Garden of Eden with its
connotations of both innocence and the temptation (fall) of mankind as Williamson
(1978, 121) reminds us. Once again, we can see that it is the male viewer that she is
tempting, since we are told it was Adam who bit into the proffered apple.
For some, Moss’s value lies in her being able to be cast simultaneously and
ambiguously in the angel–devil role; to be innocent, beautiful, pure and to represent
hedonism, self-indulgence and irrationality and, crucially, to legitimise the latter
behaviours in others (particularly in their purchase of whatever product she is adver-
tising): her function is to seduce us away from asceticism towards aestheticism. 
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Culture and Organization 339
She now officially embodies all kinds of newsworthy qualities: danger, sleaze-edged
glamour, decadence, sex, corrupted youth and ineffable beauty, addiction, money and
fashion. (Vernon 2006, 45)
Finally, despite the immediate impact of the cocaine scandal for Kate Moss, the
effects on her image and indeed on her marketing value did not suffer dramatically
(see Schroeder [2006] for an excellent sustained analysis of Moss’s brand and appeal
before the cocaine incident). On the contrary, whereas before her cocaine scandal she
was worth £4 million a year, she made an outstanding comeback after her time in
rehab, earning a number of contracts and tripling her marketing value (Vernon 2006).
Whether or not this scandal was orchestrated by the mechanisms of her own marketing
strategy, the point here is that the scandal (and her alleged drug use) actually contrib-
uted to consolidate her constructed image.
It is here that we see our work raising questions concerning the adequacy of the
symbolic reading of organisation’s responses to drugs and drug-using subjects. For in
the preceding discussion, some of the values that Kate Moss embodied as a valued
organisational commodity would seem to parallel those that drugs and drug use are
said to symbolise for organisation. Indeed, these almost converge when we consider
the fact that her superstar model status and value was predicated on her launching the
modern ‘heroin chic’ modelling looks. 
‘[Kate Moss’s] breakthrough Vogue shoot in 1993 with ‘grunge’ photographer Corinne
Day (had) images – which had a virtually naked Moss prone on the bed of an unglamor-
ous flat (Kate’s flat at the time) and surrounded by fairy lights, proved quite controver-
sial. Susie Orbach denounced them as ‘paedophilic and almost like a junkie’, and Moss
was instantly established as the leading light of a whole new kind of modelling move-
ment, referred to as ‘heroin chic’. (Vernon 2006, 44)
Kate Moss, the drug-referencing, ‘heroin chic’ supermodel, symbolises hedonism,
desire, seduction, danger, irrationality, indulgence and immorality, and was very
highly valued by organisation as a result. However, from the preceding sections we
have seen how Kate Moss – the alleged drug user – symbolised remarkably similar
qualities and, according to the preceding thesis, was deemed a dangerous threat to
organisation – a threat that warranted and explained her dismissal. How, then, may we
begin to understand this apparent clash of symbols?
The alluring pharmakon
We start this section by noting the ambiguity of the term pharmakon in relation to the
historical meaning of ‘drugs’. Following Derrida’s deconstruction of this term, in his
analysis of Plato’s Pharmacy, we see how the term means both ‘remedy’ and ‘poison’: 
This pharmakon, this ‘medicine’, this philtre, which acts as both remedy and poison,
already introduces itself into the body of the discourse with all its ambivalence. This
charm, this spellbinding virtue, this power of fascination, can be – alternately or simul-
taneously – beneficent of maleficent. The pharmakon would be a substance – with all
that that word can connote in terms of matter with occult virtues, cryptic depths refusing
to submit their ambivalence to analysis, already paving the way for alchemy. (Derrida
1981, 70)
Escohotado (1998) has found that the noun ‘pharmakon’ also defines certain type of
religious rituals in which ecstatic stages were induced (by psychoactive plants). In a
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further exploration of the etymology of this term, he found the word ‘pharmakos’
has been used to indicate rituals involving scapegoats and sacrifices. For him, the
coincidence is not a fortuity, since scapegoats were used as a ‘cleaning vehicle’
offered to the deities in return for peace, prosperity, or just as a present to alleviate
an ill situation: 
The phonetic proximity between ‘scapegoat’ (pharmakos) and ‘drugs’ (pharmakon), is
not a coincidence. The therapeutical substances known by the ancient man could have
been intermingled with shamanic rituals responding to common ‘fears’. To remedy an
evil (potential or real) and clean an impurity are the same thing.8 (Escohotado 1998, 45)
In this line of argumentation, Szasz has said that ‘dangerous drugs’, addicts, and
pushers have become the scapegoats of our modern, secular, therapeutically imbued
societies (Szasz 1974, xi). He suggested that social ceremonies involving scapegoats,
magical or medical, serve to unite individuals in groups by identifying a common
menace linked to a deviant practice. By way of illustration in an organisational
context, both Gilliom (1994) and Draper (1998) have argued that drug users have
functioned as a convenient scapegoat upon which management may shift responsibil-
ity for health and safety concerns in the workplace. Widening the focus further, it is
important to note how certain other groups have also been identified as menacing for
the social order. In addition to drug users and dealers, madmen, ethnic and religious
communities and women have occupied the role of the scapegoat in different times
and contexts. Accused of witchcraft, prostitution, moral weakness or, more recently,
of being drug mules, junky whores, or crack mothers (Boyd 2004; Plant 2000), the
link between women and drugs has profited from a continuous stigmatisation.
Numerous other historical examples show how drug reformers have deployed
more explicit images of (the angelic, vulnerable or dangerously seductive) women to
serve their cause. The point to note here is the ambiguity produced by the use of Kate
Moss – in her celebrity persona – for H&M’s marketing campaign. Drawing upon the
ambivalence of the ‘pharmakon’, it would be possible to suggest that it is precisely
this ambiguous characteristic of Kate Moss’s image, which is actually used (and
abused) by the organisation in the promotion of its product. There, Kate Moss repre-
sents both remedy and poison, since she symbolises both the fashionable and the edgy.
In addition, the symbolism of the (angelic) ‘moral white woman’ has often been repre-
sented as sliding into immorality and sexual slavery at the hands of evil (often oriental
or black) men who ply her with opium or marijuana respectively (Boyd 2004; Conrad
and Schneider 1980; Kohn 1992; Musto 1973). Here, the drug itself (pharmakon) and
the men who ply vulnerable women with it are the scapegoat (pharmakos), with the
women occupying the passive but eroticised role of victim. In contrast, when the
woman is seen as somehow active in her use of drugs, then she is pathologised, or
more properly demonised, as temptress, deploying her feminine ways to lure the moral
man into the dangerous seduction of drugs and sex. On the other hand, similar repre-
sentations of female drug users are displayed to graphic effect in the moralising/titil-
lating US post-war pulp fiction genre. Books like David William’s Basement gang
(‘Kathie was a virgin when they led her down the steps: A daring novel of reefer
[marijuana/cannabis] smoke, reckless thrills and the wild love of boys and girls of the
city streets!’) and William Irish’s Marihuana (‘A cheap and evil girl sets a hopped-up
killer against a city’) display the classic angel and devil mythology respectively. Lurid
constructions of this kind are not necessarily that far from contemporary treatment of
the topic of women and drugs, however. We can perhaps contrast the UK tabloid’s
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representation of Kate Moss here with that of the representation, and media exploita-
tion, of the death of the teenager Leah Betts in December 1995. 
In December 1995 a number of large advertising billboards were filled with a photograph
of a young woman against a black background. A single word: ‘SORTED’ appeared in
large letters next to the photograph; below it were the words: ‘Just one ecstasy tablet took
Leah Betts.’ The death of Leah Betts received prolonged media coverage, from the time
it occurred, through to her burial as well as over two months later when an inquest
returned a verdict of accidental death. During the most intense phase of media attention
The Sun gave over its front page to the story. Underneath a bold headline: ‘Leah took
ecstasy on her 18th birthday’ was an almost full page photograph of her lying on a hospi-
tal bed with a respirator on her face. Below it was an earlier, smaller picture of her smil-
ing, next to which the words: ‘Don’t become another Leah’. (Murji 1998)
Whereas Kate Moss is represented as the ‘knowing temptress’ (‘snorting line after line
of cocaine’ – Moyes 2005), Leah Betts is carefully constructed as innocent victim (just
18 years old, presented as only ever having taken one ecstasy pill, which the reports –
erroneously as it turns out – claim to be the direct cause of her death). Leah Betts’s
death is used to target ‘the evil ecstasy pushers’ (The Sun) and to make a pharmakos
of the pharmakon ecstasy. Kate Moss, in contrast, herself comes to represent both
scapegoat (pharmakos) and drug (pharmakon); her hedonistic ways are exposed to
restore the rational moral order of organisation (Kaulingfreks and ten Bos 2007).
From the above, then, not only is (hedonistic, sensual, visceral) drug use under-
stood to represent a symbolic threat to the principles and morality of (rational,
ordered) organisation, as Cavanaugh and Prasad (1994) avow, but drug use intersects
too with enduring constructions of the feminine, presenting organisation with a
heightened symbolic threat as we allude above. Such an argument seems to support
hose who have argued the observation that rational, ordered’, enlightened organisation
is constructed in such a way that denies, but genders, the body that labours in it
(Brewis and Sinclair 2000). Bureaucratic organisation, publicly at least, demands the
higher, disembodied values of cool rationality, and is therefore ‘premised on a refusal
of what historically has been seen to be female – in short, the body’ (Brewis and
Sinclair 2000, 193) . Accordingly, we may read Kate Moss’s image as representing
the intersections between seductive female sexuality and dangerous seductive femi-
nised drug use.
Conclusions
Perhaps the first conclusion that calls to be made from the preceding discussion is that
irrationality, hedonism and seduction – that both employee drug use and female sexu-
ality are said to represent – are not uniformly threatening to organisation. As Klein
(2001) has ably documented in relation to the marketing of American street culture,
organisations display remarkable preparedness to ‘commodify’ almost anything.
Indeed, the swift resurgence and reportedly dramatic rise in the Kate Moss brand and
earnings since the initial flurry of censure around her ‘cocaine scandal’ suggests that
here too a number of organisations are prepared to exploit the infamy of such associ-
ations, even if they are reputedly threatening to the underlying masculine rationality
(Brewis and Sinclair 2000) of contemporary organisation. Despite this more recent
resurgence in the commercial exploitation of Moss, however, we understand H&M’s
termination of Moss’s contract and the wider opprobrium that Moss received at the
time to still be instructive in attempts to consider the influences stimulating the current
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momentum (Roberts et al. 2004) for drug and alcohol policies, workforce drug testing
and organisations enduring an uneasy relationship with female sexuality. In a context
where ‘socially responsible’ organisations are being encouraged to attend to more than
naked profit – to codify, disseminate and enforce moral standards and missions, for
instance – it is instructive that the self-declared socially responsible organisation at the
heart of this story could publicly exploit Moss’s ‘junky like’ (Vernon 2006) sexual
imagery and infamy in the marketing of their products, but felt compelled to terminate
Moss’s contract when she herself was photographed consuming drugs.
Secondly, the parallels between Kate Moss, drug use and pharmakon arise when
considering Kate Moss as an instrument for modern consumerism symbolising both
the ‘remedy’ and the ‘poison’, this image being part of her own marketing strategy, as
suggested before. As argued by Levine and Reinarman: 
For better or worse, the consumption of commodities for pleasure appears to be growing
inexorably more central to modern capitalist societies and therefore more legitimate. In
effect, many commodities and purchasable experiences are consciousness-altering;
performance-enhancing and other licit and illicit drugs are only one type of such
commodities. (Levine and Reinarman 1998, 14)
Though it may not be a very sophisticated conclusion, we can’t help wondering if
what we see hinted at in organisation’s growing prohibitionist and interventionist
stance (Roberts et al. 2004) toward workforce drug use is evidence of a rather arbitrary
and hypocritical moralism – a moralism that seems to call to mind slightly distorted
echoes of Victorian sensibilities. As Plant (2000) reminds us, in much of the Victorian
period the consumption of what we now regard as dangerous drugs received little
opprobrium. Opiates, for instance, were mixed with distilled water and alcohol to
make laudanum, camphorated tincture of opium was sold as paregoric, and tonics such
as Chlorodyne, Godfrey’s Cordial, Dover’s Powder, Battley’s Sedative Solution and
Mrs Winslow’s Soothing Syrup meant that opium was: 
cheap, plentiful and without prejudice: the perfect quick fix of its day. Mothers used it
to keep babies quiet, and workers in the foundries, factories and the mills used it to sleep
at night and survive the working day. (Plant 2000, 7, emphasis added)
In contrast sex, and in particular the public portrayal of adult female sexuality, was
the subject of swift and severe moral censorship. Today, it would seem that moral
and ‘responsible’ organisations such as H&M are unabashed and unapologetic in
their enthusiastic commercial exploitation of explicit female sexuality to sell any
kind of goods, but feel it necessary to exhibit starched moral probity when it comes
to the issue of employee’s drug use. Have we merely exchanged hypocrisies with the
Victorians then?
Finally, our paper very much endorses Cavanaugh and Prasad’s (1994) work
cautioning against reading the growing prohibitionist and interventionist approach to
employee drug use as a product of clear instrumental or procedural rationality on the
part of managers or organisations. Like Cavanaugh and Prasad, we too argue that
exploration of symbolic meaning of employee drug use for organisation has the poten-
tial to generate considerable insight. Extending their initial arguments, we have drawn
into this symbolic reading of the intimate and long association between pharmakos
and pharmakon (scapegoat and drugs), between poison and remedy, and of the inter-
sections and conflations between the symbolic threat and fascination of drugs and
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female sexuality. However, our paper has also attempted to caution against a simplis-
tic reading of the symbolism of drugs, organisation and femininity. Thus, as we have
suggested, the values that drugs have been said to symbolise and threaten to organisa-
tion are, in our exploration of the imagery of Kate Moss, similar to those that make
Moss so attractive and profitable a proposition for organisation. This would suggest
that organisations may yet display an unpredictable variety of responses to the
‘symbolic threat’ of employee drug use and the intersecting but differential symbolism
of female sexuality. By endorsing certain attributes associated with celebrities in
marketing campaigns, organisations may be playing the dual role of accomplice and
judge of what is considered tempting, yet so profitable. Notwithstanding, this case
may warn us about the type of organisational responses, which can indeed include, as
Cavanaugh and Prasad note, organisational prohibitions and interventions such as
dismissal and/or workforce drug testing, and we have suggested that they may equally
and at different times include exploitation, commodification, and unpredictable
echoes of a neo-Victorian moralism.
Notes
1. Due to difficulty in obtaining permission from the copyright holders, we have been unable
to include the images we refer to in this paper. Web addresses are given where these
pictures may be viewed at the time of writing (June 2009).
2. The newspaper front cover can be viewed online by entering the phrase ‘cocaine kate
mirror’ into the ‘Google Image’ search engine (http://images.google.com).
3. It must be noted that these declarations emerged after the scandal. However, it is not clear
if the company also realised that part of the rise in Kate Moss’s alluring image was her
historical representation of so-called ‘heroin chic’, long before she joined H&M campaign.
We will discuss this issue later when addressing the implications of celebrity endorsement
in marketing advertisements.
4. At the time of writing the image is posted, entitled ‘Kate Moss Black and White’, on the
following website: http://famous-wallpapers.blogspot.com/2007/11/kate-moss-photos-
and-kate-moss.html.
5. O’Donohoe (2000) problematises the andro- verses gyno-centric dichotomy in advertising
readership by remarking how ‘female’ (and we would argue ‘male’) are not homogenous
and mutually exclusive categories. They can further be fragmented into black, disabled,
gay, working class, and so on, and not all women act in a ‘female’ way, just as not all men
exhibit ‘male’ traits. Nonetheless, we find Stern’s (2000) argument helpful here in estab-
lishing that there are differences in the way audiences experience an advertisement – what
Williamson (1978) refers to as the ‘appellation’ of the image: working out who’s attention
the image is ‘shouting the loudest’ to attract.
6. Several images of this type can be found on the Internet by using search terms such as
‘Kate Moss and daughter’ and/or ‘Kate Moss Glastonbury’ in the ‘Google Image’ search
engine (http://images.google.com).
7. The photograph can be viewed online by entering ‘Kate Moss Eve’ into the ‘Google Image’
search engine (http://images.google.com). Apparently, the consent of both the world
famous photographer Mario Testino and Ms. Moss herself were required if we wished to
reproduce the photograph here!
8. Original in Spanish; our translation.
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